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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Long Island, New York

        November 2016

      

      

      Like so many epic tales, hers began with a death.

      It was a beautiful day for a funeral, which was kind of weird. Funerals are almost always gray and rainy and cold—it’s a statistical anomaly that it works out that way, but anyone who’s been to a few knows it to be true. Yet on this particular day, the soft warmth that shone from the golden sun above, the cool breeze that tempered its heat, and the plush green grass and the luscious trees with their multicolored leaves that enveloped the Locust Valley Cemetery prevented the hundreds in attendance from grieving over Al’s death, leaving them to only celebrate his life.

      A World War II hero, then a distinguished Toledo, Ohio police detective, Alan Herbert Lang took early retirement from the force at the age of forty-four to study finance at New York University in New York City, New York. With his lovely wife and three of their four children in tow, he took one giant financial step backward in order to soar so many millions of dollars forward.

      Al’s remaining children, all in their sixties, had stood by their father’s side as he battled the pancreatic cancer that destroyed him. They watched as he endured the excruciating pain far longer than most mere mortals ever could or would. It was a testament to the great man’s inner strength, and yet they each had secretly hoped that he would give up the ghost to at last be at peace. They would miss him terribly, but they took solace in the fact that he was in a better place.

      It was their mother who they now worried about.

      Millie Lang was a kind, witty, often funny-as-heck, stubborn ole biddy. She had been a strict mom when they were children—always making sure their homework was done, their teeth brushed, and their TV limited—yet a genuine champion of their choices once adults, always fighting for their right to make any life decision they believed best for themselves, regardless of what she or Al had thought. She had spent almost every waking moment by Al’s bed as he fought the fight he’d never win, watching her once big man wither away to nothing, distracting him from his pain with stories of their grandchildren or moments of their life together. She cried only when alone, and offered comfort to all others who shared her soul-crushing sadness.

      But her memory was slipping, her kids knew. Her grasp on her surroundings went in and out. She wasn’t able to get around like she had only a few years prior, even with her walker. The kids had hired round-the-clock nurses for Al during his final months, paying them a little extra on the side to keep an eye on Mom, and the reports were never good. She’d often forget to turn off the stovetop after making herself a cup of tea, or leave the front door wide open after spending an evening by herself sitting and musing on the rocking chair on the front porch.

      It was obvious to everyone who knew her that she should no longer live alone, especially in a house as large as the Lang’s, but she refused. “Strangers living in my home, muffing up my affairs, stealing my cutlery? No way, José.” And the ninety-three-year-old lady wouldn’t even entertain the idea of assisted living. “Sit around and wait to die? Just when I get to be a hot-to-trot single broad again?”

      It had fallen on Michael, the middle of the three remaining Lang kids, to re-broach the topic with her, a task to which he wasn’t looking forward. As the casket was lowered into the ground, he studied his mom from a distance. The little woman’s shoulder-length gray hair was pulled back in a bun. Her conservative black dress was collared to the top of her neck and dropped down to just below her knees, purposely revealing that ugly old three-inch scar on the back of her right calve. No one ever understood why she so refused to cover it up. Michael, his siblings, and even Al sometimes, would try their best to convince her to, but she’d never listen.

      “It’s a part of me,” she’d answer. “It’s who I am. And I’m not going to hide who I am just because the likes of you think it’s a tad unseemly.”

      As the casket hit bottom, Michael couldn’t help notice that his mother seemed lost, as if she wasn’t completely sure where she was or what was going on—she even flashed a smile at one point. At the gathering at his kid sister Caroline’s house that followed, Millie was genteel and gracious, welcoming the handful of Al’s old retired cop buddies with big warm hugs, thanking them for traveling all that way, and telling them how happy Al will be to see them after all this time.

      No, Michael was not looking forward to the conversation at all.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Long Island’s Gold Coast boasted some of the grandest homes in all America, and the Lang estate was, although by far not the largest, one of the most admired. The couple purchased the barren two-acre spread in 1982, shortly after Al was promoted to managing director of global bond trading at Salomon Brothers, whereupon the ex-cop hired the best architects he could find, personally scouring over every detail of construction, firing one architect or builder after another in order to get it perfect.

      It had gravitas and style, yet remained utilitarian in nature, true to Al and Millie’s humble beginnings. It had an exquisite master bedroom, nice-sized rooms for the kids and grandkids, a den for Al, a sewing room for Millie, and a two-bedroom guesthouse off into the woods. The downstairs was an elegant mix of modern technology and downhome charm with its handcrafted wicker furniture atop Persian rugs atop hickory wood floors, an oak bookshelf lining an entire wall, and a seventy-five-inch LCD television. There were rocking chairs and a swing set on the front porch to offset the grandeur of the opulent entranceway, and they had kept much of the original forest and swimming ponds intact to maintain that country feel, as well as for a serene setting in which to picnic and play with their grandchildren.

      Michael’s black Mercedes-Maybach cruised slowly along the majestic circular driveway toward the front of the small mansion, while Millie admonished him for driving too fast. He had tried several times during the ride to diplomatically broach the conversation that neither of them wanted, but Millie had consistently succeeded in finding ways to avoid it—talking about what a lovely service it had been or giggling at the awkwardness between Al’s retired banker friends and his retired cop buddies. He pulled the car to a gentle stop by the front door and tried once more. “Mom, there’s something I’d like to talk to you about.”

      Millie paused for a moment, then proceeded to open the passenger door as if oblivious to what he had just said—but the door was on auto-lock so the handle did nothing. “Your door’s broken,” she told him.

      “It’s not broken, Mom. It’s locked.”

      She tried again to the same result. “You should have someone look at it.”

      Michael sighed, flipped the switch, and Millie opened her door.

      “It’s okay now, I fixed it,” she told him.

      He didn’t know if he wanted to laugh or scream.

      He got her walker out of the trunk and helped her into the house as he realized that gentle diplomacy would never work on his mother, not on this topic. He would just have to be blunt and firm and let the chips fall where they may.

      “Mom, Chantal and I have been talking,” he began.

      “Would you like a martini?” she interrupted. “I’ll make us a pitcher.”

      “No, Mom, thank you. Now listen. The kids are on their own now and doing fine. Why not come live with Chantal and me? You can have Allegra’s old room.”

      “Live with you two? You’re old fogies. You should go into assisted living.”

      “Mom, I’m serious,” he said as he took her hands. “Everyone’s worried about you. We have to talk about this.”

      She paused for a moment, sighed. “I know,” she conceded. “But not today. It’s been a long day today. Truthfully, I just want to be by myself for a little while, enjoy my martini, take a bath, a nap. Please?”

      “Okay,” he conceded back. What else could he say? “But tomorrow then.”

      “Yes, tomorrow.”

      “Promise?”

      “Yes. I absolutely promise to disagree with you tomorrow.”

      He couldn’t help but laugh. “Do you need a hand getting up the stairs?”

      “No, the escalator-chair’s working fine again. I fixed it.”

      “I’m sure you did, Mom,” he smiled. “I love you.”

      “I love you too, Mikey,” she said as she kissed his cheek. “Now, scat.”

      She patiently watched him off through the large stained-glass window as she leaned on her walker. Only once he and his fancy automobile were completely out of sight did she pull down the chenille drapes.

      Time to get to it.

      She dragged the walker behind her as she made her way to the grand oak staircase with a lively bounce to her step. She flipped the switch on the escalator-chair to send it chugging upward, then took the stairs two at a time to the second floor where another walker awaited, dragged that one toward the master bedroom, then into the bathroom. She turned on the shower’s hot water and got undressed. Other than her face, hands, calves, and shins, there wasn’t a single wrinkle on her.

      She buried her face in the shower’s wet heat in the hope that it would wash away her grief, but it didn’t—only time would, she knew, and she’d have plenty of that. The gray dye dripped down from her hair and along her youthful body, yet it took soap and a brillo pad to scrub out the liver spots on her hands and the varicose veins on her calves. She peeled away the latex wrinkles on her face and legs, then let the soothing warmth bash against her sultry back for several minutes more while she wept for the loss of her true love.

      The ninety-three-year-old woman stepped out of the shower, then towel dried her lush, soft blond hair as she stared at her reflection in the mirror—the epitome of a drop-dead gorgeous girl in her mid-to-late-twenties. She sighed nervously, and then forced a phony smile.

      “Well,” she told her reflection with a trace of dread, “it’s show time.”
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        Toledo, Ohio

        July 1965

      

      

      It was a nice little home surrounded by so many other nice little homes in the Perrysburg district of Toledo, Ohio—home to cops and firemen and plumbers and grocers and carpenters and all the other many occupations that made up the American middle-class at the time, even though none of them thought of themselves as being in any economic class at all. It just wasn’t how they thought about things.

      Millie and her new friend Clara Mueller were putting the final touches on supper—a swell pot roast, creamy mashed potatoes, and succulent roasted green beans—while their husbands sat in the dining area waiting to be served, drinking beers and laughing, Clara’s husband laughing far more loudly than Millie’s.

      Clara was somewhat of a frumpy woman. Thirty years old, not short but on the short side, not fat but on the pudgy side, having yet to fully shed the pregnancy weight after the birth of her baby son two years earlier. On the other hand, Millie, at forty-two, looked almost identical to how we last left her—a drop-dead gorgeous blond in her mid-to-late-twenties, the only difference being her Doris Day hairdo, the subtle mascara, rouge, and lipstick on her eyes, cheeks, and lips, and the Betty Crocker apron she wore over her conservative, green cotton dress.

      Millie did not yet know that she was special, only that she had aged well, that she was lucky. But her feelings of good fortune extended far beyond her beauty—in fact, she barely thought about her looks at all, and then, only when others brought it up, and then, she would blush in modesty or embarrassment. The reason she felt so fortunate in life was because she knew that she had married the most wonderful man in the world, she adored her children, and she felt completely fulfilled by her volunteer work at the church and PTA. If women were considered second-class citizens at this time in history, Millie just didn’t see it. She was living her dream.

      She had only met Clara for the first time earlier that evening and found her to be a very pleasant woman. It had been wholly unnecessary for Clara to help out in the kitchen, and Millie had told her so, but Clara insisted anyway. Millie liked that.

      “I’m glad we did this,” Clara said as she tended to the roast. “Christoph talks about Al all the time, so it’s nice to finally meet the woman behind the hero.”

      “Oh, that’s sweet, I’m glad we met, too,” Millie blushed, seemingly due to the compliment, but the truth was that she hadn’t heard of Clara or Christoph till a few days prior, and her inability to fully return the courtesy was uncomfortable for her.

      “And who do we have here?” Clara asked, referring to a photograph of four teenagers magnetized to the refrigerator, one of them in military uniform.

      “Only my pride and joy,” Millie beamed as she launched into her all-time favorite topic. “That’s Lori. She just got her driver’s license, and she’s been quite the little helper. This one’s Caroline, my youngest, and you can just tell she’s going to be turning a few heads someday.”

      “Just like her mother.”

      “Oh hush, that’s sweet,” Millie blushed, then returned to the photo. “That’s Mikey, he’s fourteen, and quite the handful. I can’t even count how many times I’ve had to wash his mouth out. But he has his father’s spirit, and boys will be boys.

      “And this is my oldest. Robby,” Millie went on, referring to the strapping young soldier. “Doesn’t he look heroic? He enlisted last year, right out of high school, we were so proud.” She paused. “Then a month later, my baby was shipped away from me. It’s funny. I had never even heard of Vietnam at the time, and I was actually happy when I thought they sent him somewhere quiet. Little did I know, huh?”

      “I’m sure he’s fine.”

      “I’m sure he is, too. Yes, he’s fine. He’s fine.”

      “Wait. You have a nineteen-year-old?” Clara suddenly blurted with a puzzled look. “You can’t have a nineteen-year-old. Unless you had him when you were five.”

      “I was twenty-three.”

      “Fat chance. That would make you . . . forty-two?”

      “Shhh,” Millie whispered with a wink and a smile. “Thirty-nine forever.”

      “More like twenty-nine.”

      “Oh stop.”
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      “Bullets were flying everywhere,” Christoph boomed. “Americans firing on Germans. Germans firing on Americans. Everyone firing on everyone!”

      The bespectacled, fifty-year-old German was seated at the foot of the small faux-wood dining table across from Al at the head, with Millie and Clara on the sides. He was a small man, short and slender, but his presence was so large and his oratory so powerful that anyone present would have sworn he was six-ten and standing tall.

      “Of course, we—my compatriots and I, men of science all—didn’t know who exactly was out there, hidden as we were in the underground bunker. All we could hope and pray for was that it was the Americans who had come to seize us, and not the Russians. The Third Reich was dying from its last breath, everyone knew it, and we German men of science would likely be tried as war criminals unless one of the Allied governments thought our knowledge and skills useful for the pending Russian conflict to come. Yet we would all have rather died by an American bullet than live one day under the iron thumb of the Soviet Union.

      “Suddenly, the door was kicked open from the outside. There stood Alan, his M1 Garand held in his arms, his uniform grimy and torn, a real-life John Wayne⁠—”

      “He actually does look a little like John Wayne!” Clara piped in good-naturedly. “Yeah, he really does! Same height and everything.”

      “Liebchen, please. Now, where was I? Oh yes . . . there stood Alan, his M1 Garand resting in his arms, his uniform grimy and torn, but the bloodstained eagle on his tattered sleeve told us that our prayers had been answered.”

      “Oh please,” Al muttered to himself.

      Millie leaned over, playfully slapped her husband on the thigh, and looked at him with admonishing eyes. “Be nice,” said the slap. “I’m enjoying the story,” cautioned her eyes.

      “’Come with me if you want to live,’ he told us,” Christoph went on. “We leapt to our feet with relief and joy in our hearts, when a squad of German soldiers burst onto the scene, their guns a’blazing.

      “Now you have to understand how difficult to fathom this was for me and my compatriots. These soldiers had spent years as our subordinates, serving us, defending us. They had, to some extent, become our trusted friends. But the German High Command had issued very specific orders to not let any of us scientists fall into enemy hands. If they couldn’t prevent us from being taken, they were to kill us themselves. And we Germans, if nothing else, are very good at taking orders.

      “But not as good as my paratrooper buddy over here! Alan snapped around like a whippoorwill and opened fire. Three more American troopers burst onto the scene, and the bloodbath roared on. One American dead, one German dead, another American dead, another German dead. Both my compatriots were killed. I took a bullet to my thigh, fell to the ground, and cracked my skull open on the concrete floor. By the end, only Alan remained standing, despite the German bullet he had taken to his chest that had ripped through his lung. But when he realized I was still alive, he flung me over his shoulder nonetheless, and . . . ”

      Al rolled his eyes, glancing at the two women so captivated by the bullshit.

      He had never liked Christoph. Christoph was a talker, and Al was anything but. When they had been recuperating together in that army hospital so long ago, their beds side by side, the period Christoph would come to describe as the “beginning of their deep-rooted friendship,” the German just wouldn’t shut up.

      But, in truth, it wasn’t the tall tales that bugged Al so much—many of Al’s dearest friends were given to hyperbolic fish stories, especially when it came to the ladies. No, it was the actual mission Christoph was describing that had always left a foul taste in the war hero’s mouth. For having parachuted into the enemy side of Normandy on D-Day, having spent countless frozen months on the front lines of Bastogne, watching his buddies, his brothers, die by Nazi bullets, being ordered to save one of them just never sat right.

      That said, orders were orders, and if his higher-ups felt it vital to secure men like Christoph, who was he to question it? The army knew what they were doing—Al believed that to his bones. “Mine but to do and die,” paraphrasing his favorite poem from high school.

      So when the German scientist phoned him out of the blue after all those years saying that he was in town for a medical seminar and would love to catch up, Al knew he couldn’t say no. Christoph was a fully naturalized American by then, and had been so since shortly after V-E Day. He was a family man with a young American wife of five years and a new baby son, a respected doctor with a thriving Virginia practice, and West Germany was one of America’s closest allies in the war against communism. Refusing to see the man would simply be petty and rude, unpatriotic even. Besides, worst case scenario, maybe Millie would get a kick out of the guy.

      She did, and that bugged him too.

      There was just something about the man he didn’t trust.

      “ . . . and with me hanging over his shoulder,” Christoph went on, having never stopped, “blood oozing from his open chest, my knight-in-grimy-fatigues wheezing from his punctured lung, Alan climbed atop the Tiger tank and held the soldiers within at gunpoint as they crawled out. He carried me inside, stealing the tank right from under the Wehrmacht noses, rode us to the countryside when⁠—”

      Al couldn’t take it anymore. “Enough!” bellowed the buzzed-cut policeman. “I didn’t steal a tank,” he told the ladies through a laugh. “There was no tank. I was never shot in the chest. My lungs are, and always have been, fine. This is not how any of it happened.”

      Christoph laughed back. “It’s how it happened when I tell it because I make it more interesting, and you make it less.”

      “I make it true.”

      “You think you can tell it better than I, my friend? Be my guest.”

      “Fine. The war was ending, and we were ordered to round up German scientists before the Russians. My CO told us where to go. We snuck in and found Christoph. We got him to the jeep, and some Germans fired. One of my guys took a bullet to the arm, Christoph and me to the leg. None of his compatriots were killed because Christoph was the only one we found, and we all got away. End of story.”

      “Good grief, Alan, that was terrible,” ribbed the German. “You left out all the bloodshed, the carnage, and all your wondrous feats of derring-do.” He turned to Millie and added, “Your husband is a true hero, madam.”

      “I’ve always thought so,” Millie replied proudly.

      “But he can’t tell a story worth beans.”

      “I’ve always thought so,” Millie answered playfully.

      “Hey, who’s side are you on?” joked Al, and they all laughed together.

      “At any rate,” Christoph began anew, “when my clinic sent me to Toledo for this seminar, I knew that I had to seek out my old savior. But I never expected such a fine meal, nor such astonishingly beautiful company.” Then he turned to his host with a smile, “And I’m not referring to you, Alan.”

      “Thank you, that’s sweet,” Millie blushed.

      “Can you believe she’s more than ten years older than me?” Clara asked, then turned to Millie. “Bet you don’t have a single blemish or scar on you.”

      “Actually, she doesn’t scar at all,” Al boasted.

      “What? I was kidding,” Clara responded incredulously, then turned to her doctor-husband. “Is that possible?”

      “You know, Alan, I vaguely recall you mentioning something like that when we were in that hospital together, when our deep-rooted friendship began.” Then, turning to Millie, Christoph added, “Kudos to you, Liebchen.”

      “This is becoming very embarrassing,” Millie blushed. “Can we please change the subject?”

      “Of course. Embarrassing you was the furthest from my intent. What would you prefer to discuss?”

      “Well, um, golly, I don’t know. Um, what kind of science do you do?”

      “These days, I am just an ordinary pediatrician. I love children, and I derive much joy to make them feel better. I’m afraid the so-called ‘exciting’ experimental work I was made to do during the war soured me on research altogether.”

      “What were you researching?” Millie innocently asked before remembering which side of the war Christoph had actually been on—how uncomfortable for everyone—and she tried to take it back. “Oh, I’m sorry. That was nosy. Forgive me.”

      “No, it’s quite all right. It was very theoretical, and very new, and most likely rather preposterous. But we were examining, in very concrete scientific terms . . . ” He paused, took a sip of wine, and then completed his thought.

      “Immortality.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Long Island, New York

        December 2016

        1 Month Since Al’s Funeral

      

      

      Despite the sound-proofed, brick walls, Al and Millie had often referred to the space as the “batcave” because of the cutting-edge technology within, and also because of its general creepiness. It was eighteen by eighteen feet, with no windows or visible exit other than the trap door in one of the corners that opened to a freight elevator that went down to the tunnel under the basement that led to the mouth of a small mound near the woods a mile-and-a-half away.

      On some of the many tables lay ultra-high resolution teraflop computers, logic analyzers, and signal generators, while others were covered with theatrical makeup, hair dye, and wigs of many colors and styles on disembodied Styrofoam heads. In one corner was a small sink, mirror, and counter, upon which was even more makeup. In another was a dentist’s chair and an x-ray machine; another, a horizontal freezer. Wardrobe racks abounded—its outfits ranging from the chic and formal to the downright slutty. The reddish-brown walls were littered with paper maps, bulletin boards, shelves with technical manuals, college textbooks, LSAT practice tests, and sexual seduction non-fictions. Giant flat-screen TVs displayed views of every possible entrance to the Lang’s Gold Coast mansion, windows included.

      There were two, and only two chairs, both on wheels. They were nice chairs.

      Millie sat before one of the teraflops, wearing her old lady bathrobe, hair, and makeup, intensely searching for something. It had been weeks since she first hacked into the appropriate databases—not exactly easy, but a snap compared to the many federal intelligence systems she had hacked in the past. Local was always easier.

      It was the last task to be accomplished, and the only task that couldn’t be started until after Al was gone. Other than that, all the money was sitting neatly laundered in Swiss and Cayman banks, having been siphoned off so gradually over so many years that no one could ever notice. The dummy corporations were firmly established; the phony California hick town discreetly implanted within the satellites above; passports, social security numbers, and birth certificates acquired; social media history entrenched; and college apps submitted. Just this one last thing to do before it would all be over.

      Millie sighed. She had looked at everything there was to look at on this day, meticulously checking out every possible candidate that had been logged in the past twenty-four hours, but the prize simply wasn’t there yet.

      “That’s it for today,” she groaned, then turned to the cluttered bulletin board next to her on which was tacked an old black & white Polaroid of her and Al. She was wearing a yellow polka dot bikini, he a loud, baggy, flower-patterned swimsuit, and the caption at the bottom boasted, “Miami Beach 1954.” It was the year before Caroline was born. Their three kids were staying with her parents, so she and Al were free and young and without a care in the world for a whole entire week, and the giant smiles on their faces showed it.

      “We always knew this part of it could take time, Al,” she told the photograph. “We always said it might. But it’s so hard without you. So lonely by myself.” She paused, and then added with an ironic smile, “You know, three months more, we would’ve been married seventy-five years. You couldn’t hold out three more months, ya big idiot?” She paused again and allowed herself to well up. “Why did you have to die, Al? Why does everyone have to die but me?” She paused once more, remembering what he had told her so many times over so many decades of her training. “I know, I know. Pull it together, Mill, more to be done. I know.”

      A “ding” sounded from a speaker next to one of the surveillance monitors. She glanced at the screen to see Michael’s posh Mercedes pulling up on the mansion driveway, Caroline with him. “You’re twenty minutes early, guys,” she said to her children, slightly annoyed. “Most punctually-challenged people go the other way.”

      She put her index and middle finger to her lips, kissed them, then placed them on Al’s image. “I miss you so much, my darling.”

      She stood up, went to the mirror to check her hair and makeup, and then moved to the only section of wall that didn’t have anything in front of it. She pushed on that piece of wall so that it pivoted open, creating two small entranceways on either side. She slipped through and stepped into the shower stall of her bedroom’s bathroom, then carefully pivoted the piece of wall behind her closed again.

      She grabbed her walker and dragged it behind her toward the staircase, flipped the switch on the escalator-chair to send it chugging downward, then took the stairs down the old-fashioned way. The doorbell rang just as she hit bottom. She latched onto her downstairs walker to head to the front door, but then remembered something. She sprinted into the kitchen, turned the gas stovetop on high, and then raced back to her walker once more just as the doorbell rang a second time.

      “I’m coming, I’m coming!” she shouted oldly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Toledo, Ohio

        November 1965

        4 Months Since Dinner With The Muellers

      

      

      Millie’s extraordinary day began ordinarily enough—making breakfast, packing lunches, getting the family on their way. She spent the morning at the high school helping at the blood drive, then back home for laundry and light cleaning.

      She entered the boys’ room to put away Mikey’s fresh clothes. As usual, she was blasted with a flash of worry the moment she saw Robby’s sports trophies lining the bookshelves, and the bed that she had last made over a year ago. She prayed every night and every morning that her baby was safe. She truly believed the Lord would take care of him, but she worried still. She couldn’t help herself.

      But her focus on the one son vanished the moment she found a small envelope of reefer in the underwear drawer of her other.

      She knew what marijuana was—Al had done a seminar about it at a PTA meeting last year, showing samples to the parents and teachers, explaining how it was spreading through college campuses like a virus, and even seeping into high schools. She remembered empathizing with the poor kids who fell prey . . . but she never thought for an instant that a child of her own would be among those seduced.

      Michael arrived home from basketball practice around five, threw Millie a casual “hi-mom-gonna-get-started-on-homework,” and headed upstairs. Millie waited but a moment, and then followed. She entered his room without knocking, held up the envelope, and pointedly asked, “Looking for this?”

      Michael’s face went pale. He looked to the ground in shame when a new thought occurred to him. “Have you been going through my things?!” he shouted. “That’s an invasion of my⁠—”

      “Don’t even try it, mister,” she said firmly. “Sit.”

      He sat. She remained standing, looking down upon him. “First of all,” she began. “You are grounded, young man. So very grounded.”

      “No kiddin’,” he seethed.

      She didn’t care for his attitude, of course, but she had expected an excuse, an explanation, a lie, something. Yes, the punishment was established, but the mystery lingered on, and all she could think to say next was, “Why?”

      “Why what?” he seethed again.

      “Why, why this? Since when do you take drugs? This isn’t who you are.”

      “Gee, Mom, it’s not ‘tay-ay-aking dru-uggs.’ I just smoke some MaryJane with my friends now and then, and it was my turn to buy it.”

      “First of all, ‘taking drugs’ is exactly what it is, by definition. Secondly, what do you mean ‘your friends’? I know all your friends. I’m friends with their mothers.”

      “You don’t know any of my friends.”

      “Of course I do. The boys on the basketball team.”

      “I hate those idiots. I always have. And I’m not on the basketball team.”

      “What? What are you talking about?”

      “I . . . ” Michael began, wanting to tell her the full truth because he knew it would hurt her, yet simultaneously not wanting to tell her anything because the truth would hurt him, too. There was a long pause as his conflicting adolescent emotions of shame, rage, and confusion bashed together. “I wasn’t good enough!” he blurted as his eyes welled up. “I didn’t make the team, okay?! I’m not good enough!”

      “Of course you are.”

      “I’m not!” he wept.

      “Shhh,” she said, sitting down next to him. “Maybe you just had a bad week at tryouts. I’ll call Coach Murphy and get you another chance. He loved Robby and⁠—”

      “I know he loved Robby! Everyone loves Robby! And Coach Murphy gave me tons of chances. It was embarrassing. Finally, I just told him, ‘If I’m not good enough, cut me.’ So he cut me.”

      Millie sighed sympathetically. The puzzle was at last solved. She stroked her child’s hair to soothe him. “It’s okay, sweetie. It’s just a game.”

      “No, it’s not. Not to you. Not to Dad. Not to anyone in this stinkin’ family.”

      “Don’t get fresh.”

      “Look around,” he began, bouncing from the tears to the rage and back again. “My bedroom’s stuffed with my older brother’s trophies. My father’s den is replete with even more, and a ton of war medals to boot. You, you were like this champion high school swimmer who could hold her breath for like a billion hours. Even Lori is a team captain—granted, it’s girls field hockey, which is stupid, but still. In this family, if you don’t excel at a sport, you’re nothing,” and the tears returned.

      “Oh sweetie, that’s not true at all,” she said softly as he wept on her shoulder, continuing to stroke his hair. “I guess that’s why you fell in with this reefer crowd.”

      “No!” he exploded, jumping up, back to rage. “Don’t you get it? They’re not ‘this reefer crowd.’ They’re my friends! They’re good people, and they’re smart. I don’t have to pretend to be dumb like with the jock idiots. I have to work to keep up, and I like that. They read poetry. They watch movies from France and Italy. They talk about big, lofty things like the meaning of life, is there a God, politics, war⁠—”

      “It’s rude to talk about religion and politics. You’ve been raised to know that.”

      “No, it’s not, Mom. You only think so because the powers that be want you to so you won’t see their corruption. They want you ignorant, so you stay ignorant.”

      “Watch your tongue, young man,” she said firmly, standing up to face him.

      “It’s 1965, Mom. The world’s changing, and I want to be part of that groovy change. Because fat chance am I going to stay here and end up some loser policeman, and I’m sure as heck not joining the army like my idiot brother.”

      Millie slapped him. “Your brother is a hero. And so is your father.”

      “My father is a hero because he risked his life because our country was attacked. My idiot brother is risking his life to impress his parents. So shame on you for being impressed.”

      She was about to slap him again when the doorbell rang.

      Fudge. Now? she thought. Who on earth could that be?

      “I’ve got to see who that is,” she told him. “You stay here. We’re not finished.”

      “I’m finished,” he belligerently shot back.

      “And I’m not! You do not leave this room, young man. Possibly forever.”

      She slammed the door behind her and headed down the stairs.

      My baby on drugs? she pondered. How could I have missed that? Were there signs? I didn’t see any signs. What a bad mother I must be for not having seen the signs.

      Little did she know that the tumultuous conversation she just had with her son would not be what was ultimately remembered as the eventful part of her day.

      She opened the front door to two very large, intimidating men in black suits and dark glasses.

      “Mildred Lang?” asked one before she had a chance to say anything at all. They removed badges from their inside jacket pockets as the first man continued. “Agents Samms and Unger, United States Treasury. Please come with us.”

      “Um, what? Why?”

      “It will all be explained to you soon enough. Please.”

      The men gently took her by her elbows and proceeded to escort her toward a black sedan parked on the curb. Despite her many verbal protests, she put up no actual physical resistance. She had been raised to respect authority, particularly male authority, so she simply let herself be led, protesting all the while.

      “Wait,” she insisted as she walked. “You should talk to my husband. He’s with the Toledo Police.”

      “Detective Lang will be notified in due time, ma’am.”

      “Wait, I have to tell my children I’m going out. Wait. You need a warrant. Don’t you need a warrant? No, I’m not doing this. Where are you taking me? No.”

      “Watch your head, ma’am,” Agent Samms said dutifully as he helped her into the back seat. He got into the passenger seat, and Agent Unger into the driver’s.

      “I said no,” Millie cried. “You can’t do this.” She tried to open the doors, but there were no handles. “Please. I don’t want to do this. Call my husband. Please?”

      And off they drove.
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      Al knew all too well that a person is not considered legally missing until they’ve been gone for at least twenty-four hours, but the duty-bound stickler-of-rules didn’t care. Such protocols don’t apply when it comes to his family. Al’s police friends—seasoned detectives and young rookie uniforms alike—also knew the rule, but when the colleague you most admire asks for your help, you show up.

      The children were upstairs in their bedrooms, presumably doing their homework—it had always been Millie’s job to stay on top of such matters. None of the kids thought anything was odd, for it wasn’t unlike Millie to spend an evening helping out at the church or PTA or playing canasta with her girlfriends. On such occasions, Al would pick up a pizza pie on his way home, so as far as the kids knew it was just another pie night with dad. Even Michael figured that Millie’s lack of return to his room was just her way of punishing him with the torture of suspense.

      The twelve cops sat in the Lang’s comfy TV room, several cases of beer on the coffee table. Al stood before them and told them what little he knew. Millie would never leave the house without notifying anyone, he explained, especially with the kids home. He had phoned everyone he could think of—her friends, the church and PTA ladies, even the neighborhood grocer, but to no avail. Michael was the last to see her but had no helpful information to offer. Whoever rang the doorbell was the culprit.

      But why? Who would want to kidnap Millie? What financial gain is there in taking a policeman’s wife hostage? The notion of it being some bad guy Al once put away come to seek his revenge was discussed, but all law enforcement officials know such things are the fantasies of fiction. When someone is released from prison, either they go straight, which is rare, or they return to their life of crime to make a living.

      Another idea postured was that the caller was a friendly with whom Millie walked to the curb to get the mail only to be hit by a car, whereupon the friendly took her to the hospital—but no, there would have been signs, blood, skid marks, and the friendly would’ve certainly told of what had happened. So, no.

      Even the notion of Millie being abducted by some sexual deviant was awkwardly suggested. “I’m sorry to have to be the one to say it, buddy,” apologized Al’s partner and oldest friend Morty, a Jew but a good man nonetheless. “But we live in sick times, and your wife is a beautiful woman.”

      “I considered that,” Al replied. “But if a man she didn’t know grabbed her, she would have screamed, and the kids would have heard her from upstairs. If she did know him, thought it was nothing  and went with him voluntarily, she would have told the kids she was going out. No matter how you look at it, it doesn’t add up.”

      One unlikely theory after another was bandied about and then tossed aside—but when there is nothing plausible to pursue, the improbable must be explored.

      Al assigned two of the detectives the task of checking all the hospitals; two were charged with scouring the records of recently released inmates; Al took it upon himself to canvas the neighbors; then he gave a list of places Millie frequented to the on-duty uniforms so they could patrol the areas in their black & whites.

      “Don’t worry, ole friend, we’ll find her,” encouraged Morty.

      Al nodded his agreement, and then turned to the others. “Gentlemen. I thank you for your assistance, God bless you all. Now let’s get to it. Help yourself to some cold ones for the road. If you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to go tell the kids what’s going on.”

      “Um, I’d hold off on that if I were you, big guy,” said fellow detective Bill.

      “Why?”

      “Maybe it’s not as dire as we think. Maybe she’ll come waltzing through that door with some goofy explanation we’ll laugh about. Why worry the kids if it’s nothing? For now, just tell them she’s spending the night at Grandma’s or a sick aunt.”

      “I raise my children not to lie,” Al explained. “And so I must first teach by example.” Then he headed upstairs wondering. Who would want to harm Millie?
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      From the outside, the building seemed to have no importance at all—just a long, rectangular structure surrounded by a nearly empty parking lot surrounded by trees by a single dirt road—an old abandoned something of no use to anyone.

      Inside, Millie awoke groggily, and it took her a moment to get her bearings. She wore a hospital gown, which meant someone had changed her clothes while asleep, which added a whole spoonful of creepiness to her terror. She was in some kind of hospital bedroom, albeit larger than typical. Around her was fancy medical equipment the likes of which she’d never seen; her beloved American flag and a framed portrait of her President; two sinks by the wall; and desks on which lay the kind of computer consoles NASA used, which she had once seen on the TV news.

      She could remember being driven to a small airport despite her protests, trying to flee the moment she was out of the car, snatched before she got but a few steps, knocked in the back of the head, and then she remembered nothing at all.

      She noticed the wood door across the room. A handsome Hispanic man in his late twenties and sporting a big burly mustache was watching her through the small square window. She raced to the door, tried to open it, but it was locked. “Help me?”

      The man looked at her with sad brown eyes, clearly empathizing with her plight, but giving no indication she would receive anything more than his empathy.

      “Please?!” she wailed, frantically pulling the door toward her and away, as if fear alone could magically fix her predicament. “Help me! Please!”

      The man exhaled a genuine sigh of compassion, then moved off. She pressed her face to the glass to get a better look. He was of average height, wore white, and tended the floor with bucket and mop. The door swung open, and she stepped back.

      Agents Unger and Samms entered, followed by three nurses pushing carts with scary-looking medical thingies on them, followed by two men in lab coats—one young and gangly with buck teeth, the other whom she already knew.

      “So nice to see you again, Liebchen,” said Christoph.

      “You?”

      “I must apologize, for I may have spoken a few untruths at our dinner. No clinic sent me to Toledo for a seminar. You were the reason I went to Ohio.”

      “We need you to lie down now, dear,” the elderly nurse softly told her, gently taking her by the arm to lead her to the bed.

      “No!” Millie shouted as she flung her arm away from the nurse’s hand. “Not until I have answers! Christoph, I want to talk to Al, and I want to talk to him now!”

      Christoph sighed sadly, then nodded to Agent Unger.

      “We need you to lie down, ma’am,” Agent Unger said in that horrifyingly calm tone as he led her to the bed, moved her into a lying position, and held her in place as the nurses clanged iron manacles around her wrists, ankles, forehead, and throat, and thick leather straps tightly over her thighs and torso.

      “Please, Christoph,” she cried. “I want to go home.”

      The buck-toothed young man next to Christoph pointedly cleared his throat.

      “Of course,” Christoph said in reply, then turned back to Millie. “Liebchen, I’d like to introduce you to my colleague, Dr. Woodrow Szabo.”

      “Woody,” corrected the scrawny young man as he smiled at Millie. “Ma’am.”

      “We consider ourselves quite fortunate to have snatched young Woodrow for our team three years ago. At only twenty years old, he had graduated from MIT with a PhD in biology as well as a master’s degree in the burgeoning field of genetics.”

      “Wouldn’t have missed this for the world, Doc,” Woody said with a slight drawl. “These are exciting times, Miz’iz L. A real privilege to be working with you.”

      During this exchange, the elderly nurse wrapped a band around Millie’s arm to take her blood pressure. The pock-faced nurse opened Millie’s gown to tape electrodes to her arms, legs, tummy, and exposed breasts. The Negro nurse flashed photographs of every part of her body, blinding Millie’s eyes with each POP, POP, POP.

      “Christoph, please?” she begged. “What is going on?”

      “Since the dawn of man,” the German began as he moved to the sink to wash his hands, “as Dr. Mengele’s thesis goes, there have lived amongst us the unsterblich. The immortals. I suppose ‘un-aging’ is a more precise term, for we don’t know if one can die from injury, but ‘un-aging’ lacks the romance of ‘immortal’, or ‘unsterblich!’”

      “Unsterblich!” Woody repeated in awe, also washing his hands.

      “The concept is not new,” Christoph went on. “Most every ancient culture has some myth or other about some un-aging creature lurking in the shadows, but all rooted in magic and superstition. Herr Dr. Mengele taught us how to apply science.

      “Our problem was finding a subject on which to test his theories. It’s not as if the unsterblich advertise—and anyone who’s lived as long as they would know how to blend in, falsify documents, create new identities. The key was to find them before they learned such tricks, perhaps before they even learned who they were.”

      He took a towel from the rack to dry his hands. Woody followed suit.

      “We thought we had found such a man. An impoverished Slav farmer, if you can imagine. All early experiments seemed to confirm our hopes, but absolute proof requires the test of time. How strong would his heart pump thirty years hence? How well would his liver function in forty? My immediate supervisor, a man of much knowledge yet little sense, sought a quick resolution. Despite my pleas, he cut deep into the Slavic man’s brain. The man died, of course, leaving us all to wonder if an unsterblich can indeed perish, or whether the Slav was unsterblich at all.

      “No one ever heard from my supervisor again—your typical Nazi response to gross incompetence—and Dr. Mengele honored yours truly as his replacement.”

      “What’s any of that got to do with me?” Millie pleaded.

      The activity in the room stopped. The two scientists looked at each other dumbfounded, then Christoph turned back to Millie. “You truly don’t know?”

      “Know what?”

      “We’re pretty sure you’re one of them, Miz’iz L,” Woody answered with a smile, proud for her. “We’re pretty sure you’re unsterblich.”

      “That’s crazy!”

      “That’s what we’re here to find out, Liebchen,” Christoph said as he sat on the stool beside her, Woody following suit on the other side of the bed. “You see, when Alan was ordered to find me, it had nothing to do with you—that was just one of life’s many zany coincidences. No, the reason was that the Americans were well aware of Dr. Mengele’s findings and wanted his compelling project for their own. Given that he had already fled, I, as his number two, was the next best thing.

      “So when Alan mentioned in that army hospital so many years ago that you didn’t scar, I was intrigued. Oh, that was my other untruth. I never soured on my research. Also, my pediatric practice is just for a cover, two mornings a week.

      “At any rate, at that time—well, it took us some years to establish the program, so say by 1948—you were a woman in her twenties who appeared to be in her twenties. Nothing remarkable about that, and we had other test subjects to study—all of whom turned out to be terrible disappointments.”

      “I saw the data. Even worked on a few,” added Woody. “They really were.”

      “So seventeen years hence,” Christoph continued as he held out his hands for the Negro nurse to place surgical gloves upon them, “we return to the woman who allegedly doesn’t scar to find not a line upon her face, not an ounce of new fat, not a single variance to her breasts or derriere—a forty-two-year-old woman identical in every way to her twenty-five-year-old self. A fine specimen indeed.”

      “What—what are you going to do to me?” Millie trembled.

      “Nothing too terrible. We need to excise a small sample of certain vital organs for future reference—the deterioration of organs being a far greater indicator of aging than that of skin alteration or fat cell displacement. We’ll begin with your large intestine today—just a small piece, nothing you’ll miss.”

      “Plus, we get to see about this scar business,” added Woody.

      “Indeed,” said the German as the pock-faced nurse swabbed alcohol over Millie’s tummy. “Human skin is designed to self-heal. Any child who ever scraped a knee from a bicycle fall knows this. But sometimes the cut is too deep, and a remnant of the injury sustains. But perhaps not in your case, which is our hope.”

      “So if I scar you’ll let me go?” Millie asked through her tears.

      “I’m afraid not, Liebchen. All known science points to the fact that you should scar,  therefore, if you do, it doesn’t prove anything.”

      “But if you don’t,” Woody added optimistically, “it proves a ton.”

      “Christoph, please,” she wept. “You’re Al’s friend! I’m his wife! He saved your life! You owe him! We had you to dinner in our home! Please, let me go home!”

      “You’re looking at this all wrong, Miz’iz L,” Woody said warmly as he took her hand, all friendly-like. “Think about the contribution you’ll be making to mankind. If you are who we think you are, and we can figure out the why’s and the how’s of it, disease and decay will be a thing of the past. You’ll be a gosh-darn hero.”

      Christoph gazed softly into Millie’s eyes as the elderly nurse slapped a scalpel into his waiting palm. “Now, I’ll be cutting deep into your abdomen. I’m sorry we can’t apply anesthesia, for your response to pain is something we must monitor as well. But I assure you that at no point will your life be at risk. I promise. Ready?”

      “Please? Don’t! Please!”

      The pock-faced nurse held Millie’s skin tight as Christoph made the incision. There was a barely audible squish as the blade tore through skin and tissue, as her blood gushed, as samples of the organ were removed and placed in test tubes, as the squiggles on the monitors to which she was connected skyrocketed, as the machines beeped and bopped and blurped, and  she screamed.

      And she screamed.

      And she screamed.
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        Long Island, New York

        December 2016

        15 Minutes Since Michael And Caroline Arrived

      

      

      “You’re going to make me a prisoner?” Millie asked her children in shock.

      They were sitting in the formal living room, drinking tea. Millie could tell the moment they arrived that something big was up, but she never expected this. This could muck up the entire plan—although, as she thought about it, she and Al should have seen it coming. Of course the kids would do this. She had overplayed her hand.

      Got to stop making mistakes, Millie, she told herself.

      Michael and Caroline were taken aback by the word “prisoner.” The last thing they wanted was to make their mother drudge up those awful memories of her past.

      “You’re not going to be a prisoner, Mom,” Caroline said sympathetically.

      “Isn’t that what ‘filing for power of attorney’ means? That I’ll no longer be allowed to make my own choices? How could you do this to your own mother?”

      “How could we not?” Michael answered sadly. “Dad’s been gone for weeks, and you can’t live alone anymore. Swear to God, we didn’t want to do it this way. We tried to talk to you about it, but you change the subject, you stall, you obfuscate⁠—”

      “Ooh, good word, Mikey. You were always very good at vocabulary.”

      “Be that as it may, you need someone with you, round the clock,” he went on. “Different ladies on different shifts, including overnight. And we need to get started.”

      “I’m fine,” Millie insisted.

      “But you’re not fine, Mom,” said Caroline. “Your stove’s been burning on high since Lord knows when. If we hadn’t shown, who knows what could’ve happened?”

      “That wasn’t me. It turns itself on by itself sometimes. It’s broken.”

      The kids looked at her blankly. She knew she was beat, and she needed a new strategy. “All three of you are in cahoots on this, I suppose?” They nodded. She sniffled. “Will I still be allowed to have my martinis?” she wept. “Your father and I used to have one every afternoon and watch the sunset together. I miss him so.”

      “Of course, Mom,” Michael replied. “Would you like me to make you one?”

      “I’ll do it!” she snapped. “There are still some things I can do!” She made her way to the wet bar to fix her beverage. “Sometimes we’d have two,” she added with a girlish giggle. “Sometimes three. Rarely four, but, you know, after three you kind of lose count.” She returned to the couch, balancing her glass over her walker, spilling a third of the gin on the Persian rug—a sad sight not unfamiliar to her children. “All right, fine. But you don’t have to put me in front of a judge like I’m some Perry Mason character. You win. You’ve beaten Mommy into a pulp. I hope you’re proud.”

      “Yeah?” smiled Caroline.

      “That’s great, Mom,” smiled Michael. “That’s all we wanted to hear. I already have a list of possibles. I’ll get on the phone first thing in the morning.”

      “But I have to like them. That’s the deal. I have to like them.”

      “Absolutely,” said Michael, grasping on to whatever little victory he could get. “You’ll have full approval of whoever we hire.”

      Millie stayed in character, playing up the sadness of her defeat while keeping her giant smile hidden inside. She bought the breathing room she needed. All she had to do now was not like any of the caregivers she was made to interview.

      It wasn’t a permanent solution, she knew. She just had to get lucky, and fast.
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        Langley, Virginia

        December 1965

        1 Month Since She Was Taken

      

      

      Millie’s days were almost always the same. Seven days a week, Christoph would personally bring her morning meal. He’d examine, clean, and photograph her post-surgical wounds, and gloat over the loveliness of her recovery. He was always pleasant and jovial, reminding her how grateful they all were for her participation in the project and how she may go down in history as the savior of the world if her positive results continued—all while seemingly too distracted to hear her pleas for mercy. He’d offer to bring her books or magazines to help her pass her alone time at night. He’d talk openly about his childhood in Hamburg, his education, his work under Josef Mengele, whom he adored, all while craftily avoiding any questions regarding Al or her children. The most she ever got from him on the topic was, “Don’t worry about them. They’re doing fine. You just focus on your work here.”

      She knew Al was out there searching for her and he’d never give up, but she had come to wonder if he was simply outmatched. One small-city cop against the awesome power of the United States government? Not exactly a fair fight.

      After breakfast, she would be poked and prodded ad infinitum, mostly under Woody’s cheerful supervision. Her body was photographed outside and in. Eyes, ears, and throat were examined regularly, reflexes tested, blood and urine extracted, swabs from vagina and rear end seized. A forty-minute lunch break would be followed by further violations, along with x-rays and EKG examinations.

      Initially, she tried to resist in any way she could—forcibly pushing the nurses away, flipping carts upside down, throwing gadgets and surgical tools across the room—but the treasury agents would simply overpower her, shackle her to the bed, and the tests would resume. In short order, her tirades seemed pointless.

      Tuesday afternoon was surgery day, the only afternoon in which Christoph would make an appearance. The German would cut her open to excise tissue samples from one organ or the other, merrily whistling Beethoven or Wagner over her tortured screams.

      Her only hope to see her family again was to prove she wasn’t unsterblich—but she was starting to face the fact that she might be. Her incisions were healing like any other cut she ever had, meaning a scar was unlikely. It had never occurred to her that there was anything magical about her healing—she had always just assumed that none of her injuries were ever serious. But thinking back, she couldn’t even remember having had a cold.

      With no idea how to achieve her goal, she guessed. She’d lick up dust in the corners of her antiseptic room in the hope it would mess up her urine or stool samples. She’d peel off her scabs, then dig her luscious, long fingernails deep inside in the hope that it would force a scar that would stick, or at least cause an infection—another affliction she realized she had never had.

      No one ever accused or chastised her for it, no one even mentioned it, and they all remained as polite and respectful to her as always—but she did notice that the Hispanic janitor with the big burly mustache became significantly more diligent while sweeping her room, especially in the corners.

      One morning after breakfast, the elderly nurse told her that she had convinced Dr. Szabo to let her give Millie a manicure, smiling sweetly as if that’s what all women want always. She removed a pair of little scissors from her cart, clipped Millie’s nails to the nub, then buffed what remained down to below the fingertips—cheerfully chitchatting about skin and hair products like it was a day at the salon.

      Millie knew that she had to keep trying, had-to-just-had-to prove she wasn’t the unsterblich she probably was—she just didn’t know how.

      One evening after her supper, Woody entered her room, pushing a small cart, smiling chipper as usual—except it wasn’t usual because he never visited her at night; no one did. “How we doing tonight, Miz’iz L?”

      “Fine,” she answered suspiciously.

      “No need to be worrisome, ma’am. Just going to do a little test that’ll either be plum pleasant for you, or no effect at all. Me, I reckon no effect, but I could be wrong so we’ve got to do it nighttime—we don’t want to lose a whole day of work, do we?”

      “Okay,” she replied neutrally. She saw that on the top of the cart was a syringe, a small vial of something, a bowl of cotton balls, a bottle of rubbing alcohol, and a rubber band—she just didn’t know what that meant.

      Woody sat on the stool next to her and rolled up her sleeve. “It’s time to see if you respond to pharmaceuticals. Your records say you’ve never been prescribed nuthin’—which, as far as our goals go, is a real positive sign.” He tied the band around her arm. “So we’ll be giving you a little shot of morphine, and see what happens.”

      “What’ll it do to me?”

      “Like I said, I reckon nuthin’. Otherwise, it’ll be nice. May make you a bit drowsy, but the good drowsy, warm and fuzzy-like, like a teddy bear under a Christmas tree.” He swabbed her inner arm with the alcohol, tapped on her vein, and made the injection. “There. We’ll know what’s what in just a moment or two.”

      This is good, Millie thought. If the drug doesn’t affect her—which she knew was what they wanted—it was definitely something she could fake. She didn’t know what a morphine state looked like, but it didn’t sound much different than being drunk, and she had, over the years, seen plenty of folks who’d had a little too much.

      It occurred to her that she herself had never been drunk, not even a little tipsy, but she tucked that thought away for the moment.

      “How we feeling, ma’am?”

      “Niiiice,” she slurred. “Like a teddy bear in a . . . um, um . . . what was the question?”

      Woody smiled. “I’m happy for you, Miz’iz L. I mean, it would’ve been better for the project if you hadn’t responded, but still, it’s nice to see you smiling.”

      “Wha-a-at?”

      “You have a pretty smile, is all,” he said as he eased her into a lying position. He moved to the EKG machine and untangled the wires, returned to her, opened the top of her hospital gown to attach them, and stopped suddenly.

      He had seen her naked body many times before, of course, but there had always been other people around so he had forced himself to look away to appear professional. But he was alone now, and there was nothing preventing him from gawking—and the more he gawked, the more tantalized he grew.

      Her tummy was so smooth and flat, her belly button so cute and friendly, her curves so curvy, and her bosoms the most glorious sight of all—round and soft and beckoning. It hadn’t been his intention to do what he was imagining, but in the moment, he knew he’d be a fool not to. Those nipples, he had to taste them.

      He cupped his hands over her breasts and began to fondle, squeeze, kiss. The genius virgin-boy had never felt anything like it.

      “What are you doing?” Millie asked faux-groggily, desperately trying to maintain her drugged charade while stopping him at the same time.

      “Nothing,” he answered as he tongued circles around her areola. “I’m not even here,” he moaned in delight. “The morphine is making you imagine these dirty, dirty things,” he whispered as he began to suckle.

      “Stop it,” she told him.

      “I’m not here. No one’s here.”

      “Stop it!”

      “Shhh,” he hushed as he unzipped his fly. “You’re hallucinating. Talking to no one.” He pulled up her gown, crept on top of her, and⁠—

      She clenched her fist, then punched him in the nose. She had no leverage to add power to the blow, but it was enough to draw a little blood and shock the boy up to a kneeling position. She then raised her leg fast and hard, bashing her knee into his groin. He shouted as he clutched his privates and tipped over to the floor.

      In a blind frenzy, she leapt off the bed and upon him, pounding her right fist then her left into his head, over and over, a month of bottled rage, shame, torture, and hatred exploding through her hands. “Kidnapper! Nazi! Torturer! Villain!”

      Woody cowardly curled himself into a ball, covered his head with one arm for protection, and slid his free hand into his lab coat pocket to press a small red button attached to his key chain. Within moments, two treasury agents burst into the room and peeled Millie off him, while the boy frantically and discreetly re-zipped.

      Unlike every other occasion in which Millie had faced an agent, she did not accept her fate gracefully. “I’m not finished!” she howled crazily as she tried to fight and slither her way out of the G-man’s grasp. “Let me at him! Let me go, you ape!”

      But she was no match. The agent threw her onto the bed, held her kicking and screaming in place, while the other agent manacled her back into submission.

      “Are you all right?” the agent asked Woody.

      “Yes, fine, thank you,” he said as he pressed a hand towel to his bleeding nose. “She just caught me off guard. My mistake.”

      “Would you like us to stay?”

      “Yes!” Millie shouted. “The little bugger tried to rape me! Stay!”

      “I’ll be okay,” Woody said calmly. “She’s securely fastened now. You can go.”

      “Yes sir,” said the one agent, and both left.

      Woody waited till the door clicked closed, then turned to Millie with a smile. “Looks like I was right after all, huh? You don’t respond to drugs.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” she seethed. “Once I tell Christoph what you tried to do, you’re done here. You’re done everywhere. You’re done for good.”

      “Oh, he won’t believe you,” the virgin said matter-of-factly, studying his nose in
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